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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Islands are often considered to be a priority for conservation, because of their relatively high levels of biodiversity and 
their vulnerability to a range of natural and anthropogenic threats including invasive species, habitat change and increasing-
ly climate change (Wong et al. 2005, Mimura et al. 2007). In a global analysis outlining conservation priority regions or 
‘biodiversity hotspots’, nine out of 25 regions were comprised entirely or mainly of islands, and almost all tropical islands 
were represented by at least one hotspot region (Myers et al. 2000). Island ecosystems also provide important regulating, 
provisioning and cultural ecosystem goods and services for an estimated 500 million islanders (Wong et al. 2005, Fischlin et 
al. 2007). Threats to island ecosystems are therefore likely to have important socio-economic consequences for island 
economies and livelihoods through impacts on commercial and subsistence fisheries (Wong et al. 2005, Allison et al. 2009), 
tourism-dependent industries (Uvarra et al. 2005), and coastal protection (Fischlin et al. 2007). 
The capacity of islands to conserve and manage biodiversity may, however, depend upon their governance structures 
(Douglas 2003). Many island states are affiliated to other countries through an ‘overseas territory’ status, which may 
provide them with access to resources and support mechanisms, but which may also influence the capacity for local-scale 
management of environmental issues (Oldfield and Sheppard 1997). The United Kingdom has links with 12 island Overseas 
Territories (UKOTs), most of which support biodiversity of high conservation concern (DEFRA 2009). The distant 
administration by the UK of its Overseas Territories (UKOTs) has led to a relatively removed approach to environmental 
management and biodiversity conservation issues (Oldfield and Sheppard 1997). The need for more effective environmental 
management and conservation in the UKOTs has recently gained political momentum, following the publication of a series 
of Parliamentary committee reports [e.g. see FAC 2008], as well as significant evidence from key non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) [e.g. see RSPB 2007, Walling 2008). 
In order to explore issues influencing environmental management in the UKOTs, this study investigates the perceptions 
of officials from the UK and Caribbean UKOTs of the environmental threats to marine ecosystems and biodiversity, and the 
constraints to environmental protection. This study focuses on the Caribbean UKOTs (Anguilla, Bermuda, British Virgin 
Islands, Cayman Islands, Montserrat, and the Turks and Caicos Islands), because they share features making them particu-
larly at risk from marine and coastal biodiversity losses and are sensitive to a range of common environmental issues.  
Individuals who were engaged specifically in environmental policy or governance in the UKOTs were interviewed. 
Respondents were either UK- or UKOT-based, and included representatives from each of the government departments with 
an environmental interest in the UKOTs and from conservation organisations engaged in environmental work in the 
UKOTs. The majority of interviews were undertaken during the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 
conference on ‘Climate Change and Biodiversity in the European Union Overseas Entities’ in July 2008. Individuals who 
were not present at the conference were interviewed in London during October 2008.  Interviews consisted of closed 
structured questions to generate quantitative data on the conservation status and threats to marine and coastal biodiversity in 
the Caribbean UKOTs. This was followed by a series of open-ended, semi-structured questions to provide qualitative 
responses on the resources available to manage environmental decline, and recommendations for the future management of 
the marine and coastal environment. All interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Respondents were asked to rank the top three short-term (5 – 10 years) and long-term (10+ years) threats to the marine 
and coastal environments. Coastal development, pollution, and over-fishing were perceived as threats of most concern for 
the next decade, but climate change was perceived as by far the greatest future threat to the islands’ marine ecosystems 
(Figure 1).  
Respondents identified five major constraints to protecting marine and coastal ecosystems in the Caribbean, including 
insufficient personnel and financial support, a lack of long-term, sustainable projects for persistent environmental problems 
and inadequate environmental legislation (Table 1). 
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 Respondents highlight a multitude of threats affecting 
the coastal zone in the Caribbean UKOTs. The UKOT-
based respondents considered current environmental risks 
from pollution, hurricanes, and coastal development to 
these islands’ marine ecosystems to be greater short-term 
risks than those associated with climate change, but climate 
change was perceived to be the most significant long-term 
threat. By contrast, the UK-based respondents considered 
climate change to be the most important threat to these 
islands’ marine ecosystems for short and long time-scales. 
The interviews revealed a variety of limitations to current 
environmental protection for islands, including insufficient 
(a) 
(b) 
Figure 1. Responses regarding perceptions of (a) short- and (b) long-term environmental threats to Car-
ibbean UKOT marine and coastal ecosystems. Bar values depict the total number of times particular 
threats were mentioned by respondents. Numbers above bars denote the modal rank (or bimodal ranks) 
for each threat. 
Table 1. Respondent responses regarding the major constraints to environmental protection in the Caribbean UKOTs. The 
number of respondents that mentioned a particular constraint is included, in addition to examples of respondent responses 
to contextualise each constraint category. 
Constraint category 
Number of 
respondents 
Selected respondent responses 
Insufficient financial support 9 “There is a big shortfall between what is being provided and what is needed” 
 “Funding is very limited…I think all of us [UK and UKOT] could be doing more” 
Lack of environmental legislation 7 “What you need is you need legislation in place” 
“There’s some [UKOTs] that don’t have appropriate legislation to designate pro-
tected areas” 
Reluctance to deal with climate 
change 
6 “Some of the Territories are doing a lot…it tends to be the individuals seeing it 
rather than the governments” 
“The problem is that when a country has limited resources, environmental factors 
do not become a priority” 
Human capacity 4 “This is the big issue; the capacity in the islands is tiny. They are all under-
staffed… [the OTEP fund] is never spent fully” 
“They’ve [UKOTs] got so few people they can’t take on massive multi million pound 
projects…” 
Sustainable environmental pro-
grams 
3 “The problem is you need it [environmental work] to be sustainable, and the only 
way it will be sustainable is if the [UKOT] government buys in…” 
“We are satisfied with the small project funds, what’s lacking is for longer projects” 
    Forster, J. et al.  GCFI:64  (2012) Page 311 
 
financial support, out-dated environmental legislation, a 
reluctance by UKOT governments to address climate 
change, and a lack of long-term projects to manage climate 
change and other persistent environmental issues. These 
findings highlight the need for regional cooperation and 
capacity-building throughout the Caribbean and a more 
concerted approach to UKOT environmental management 
by the UK and UKOTs’ governments. 
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